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CAPTAIN JOHN HARRIS OF THE VIRGINIA NAVY. 

A Prisoner of War in England, 1777-1779. 

By 

Walter Drew McCaw. 



(Prefatory note. For several years I have tried to collect 
data for an adeqjate sketch of the life of my Great-great-grand- 
father Captain John Harris of Hampton, Virginia, an almost 
forgotten naval worthy of the early years of the American 
Revolution. Unfortunately nothing is known of his early life 
and of his career as sea captain and prisoner of war in England, 
only a few scattered references have been published. In a 
collection of family letters in my possession several cotemporary 
references are made to the imprisonment of John Harris, and 
in view of the very scanty material available for the study of 
the early naval history of the Revolution, I think the extracts 
well worth printing. 

To explain the papers in my possession and the reasons for 
mentioning John Harris therein, a little family history is nec- 
essary. 

Captain Harris is not known to have had any relatives of 
his name in Virginia. It is qjite certain that he was not re- 
lated to the large Harris family descended from the adventurer 
Thomas Harris who came to Virginia with Sir Thomas Dale 
in 1611, and from whom I am descended on my mother's side. 

Prior to the Revolution Captain Harris married Mary Brough 
of Hampton, and about the same time her sister Elizabeth 
Brough became the wife of Dr. James McCaw, a Scotch sur- 
geon settled in Virginia since 1765. A third sister, Sarah 
Brough, was the wife of William McCaa (or McCaw) a cousin 
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of Dr. James McCaw. Dr. McCaw was naturally a loyalist 
and at the outbreak of hostilities took arms with Lord Dunmore 
as a captain of loyalist militia at the so-called "Battle of the 
Bridge" near Norfolk. He and his family returned to Great 
Britain as refugees and were there when John Harris was cap- 
tured and confined in Forton prison near Portsmouth. Dr. 
McCaw through his nephew-in-law William Laurie of London, 
sent an agent to look into the condition of his brother-in-law 
Harris and to help him if necessary. Later on he paid Harris 
a visit in person. The last letter mentioning John Harris is 
from Dr. James McClurg to his half-sister Elizabeth Brough 
McCaw. This letter is not formally dated nor the place of 
writing given but it was written about 1783, and from either 
Williamsburg or Hampton, probably the latter place. The 
wife of John Harris died of small-pox during her husband's 
imprisonment, and the old mother of the three Brough sisters 
died about the same time and in the same epidemic. Sallie 
Harris, the only child of John Harris and Mary Brough, be- 
came the wife of her first cousin James Drew McCaw the eldest 
child and only son of Dr. James McCaw and Elizabeth Brough.) 

(W. D. McC.) 

Captain John Harris of Welsh descent, sea captain and ship 
owner of Hampton, Virginia, was early in the Revolutionary 
War in command of the brig Mosquito of the Virginia Navy. 
He was a man of means and family tradition has it that he 
owned and fitted out his vessel and that she captured several 
prizes. Be this as it may, one prize is of record. Paullin in 
his "Navy of the American Revolution" (Cleveland. O. 1906) 
writes (p. 407), "In the Spring of 1777 the "Mosquito", Captain 
Harris carried into St. Pierre the ship "Noble" valued at 
75,000 livres." The career of the vessel was of short duration 
for to quote Paullin, (op. cit. p. 408) "Dining the first half of 
1777, H. M. S. "Ariadne" captured the "Mosquito." 

The officers and crew of the "Mosquito" were taken to Eng- 
land and confined in Forton prison at Gosport near Portsmouth. 
Several accounts of life in this prison exist written by Americans 
confined there during the war, giving a graphic description of 
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the hardships undergone and the good fellowship and mutual 
helpfulness of the prisoners, both American and French. At- 
tempts to escape were frequent and often successful. The 
treatment of the inmates seems to us very brutal now, but 
probably did not differ materially from that usually meted out 
to prisoners of war by the so-called "civilized" nations of the 
time. The Americans captured from armed vessels were 
evidently at first considered to be pirates and were continually 
threatened with the gallows. The most vivid description of 
life in Forton is to be found in "Fannings Narrative" (Re- 
printed by Nav. Hist. Soc, N. Y., 1912, from ed. 1808). Fann- 
ing gives few names and does not mention Captain John Harris. 
Some years ago the journal of a Forton prisoner was found 
who not only kept account of the arrivals of new prisoners but 
prepared a roll of the inmates giving names, rank, date of entry, 
names of vessels from which captured and often the final fate 
of the prisoners. The writer, Timothy Connor, an able seaman 
from the brigantine "Rising Sun" out of Boston, captured on 
the fifteenth of April 1777 by H. M. S. "Terrible", Captain Sir 
Richard Bickerton, and committed to Forton June 14, 1777, 
is a little uncertain in his spelling of names but, I think, can be 
trusted as to accuracy of dates as he evidently took them down 
on the spot. This paper, "A Yankee Privateersman in Prison 
in England. Journal of a Forton Prisoner", edited by William 
Richard Cutter (New Eng. Hist. & Genlgcl. Register. Nos. 
Apr. 1876 to Jan. 1879) not only gives the date of the imprison- 
ment of Harris but also the names of the officers of the "Mosquito 
confined with him. 

(p. 345, Jul. no. 1876) 

"August 9th (1777), this day came on shore forty-nine 
American prisoners. Among them were three captains of 
armed vessels, viz. Captain Courter of the "Oliver Cromwell", 
Captain Harris of the "Miscator" (sic) and Captain Hill of the 
"Montgomery". The Agent made it his business to make 
them deliver up their money by the point of the bayonet. 
There is no such thing as refusing." 
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(p. 36, Jan. no. 1879. From the roll appended to the journal) 

"John Harris, Captain. 

Geo. Chamberlin, Lieut. 

Burd Chamberlin, Lieut. 

Decay, Master. 

Alexander Moore, P. master. 

Arch'l McNickle, Doctor. 

Alexander Dick, Capt. Mali's. 

John Smith, Boatswain. 

"Muscetor" (sic) from Virginia; committed Aug. 8th, 1777". 

Opposite each name except that of John Smith, Boatswain, 
appears the word "run" indicating that the prisoners had 
escaped. This is doubtful in the case of Captain Harris, or if 
he escaped, he was recaptured. After the name of the Boat- 
swain appears the word "entered" indicating that this man 
entered the service of Great Britain, an action occasionally 
taken by an imprisoned seaman. 

To a Virginian the name "Burd Chamberlin" can only be an 
incorrect spelling of "Byrd Chamberlaine or Chamberlayne". 

(p. 39. Jan. no. 1879, From a partial list of officers appended 
to roll) 

"John Harris. Capt. "Miscator." (sic) Virginia." 

The narrative of another Forton prisoner, John Kilby of 
Virginia, afterward a quarter gunner on the "Bon Homme 
Richard" in her immortal fight with the "Serapis" was written 
in the early part of the nineteenth century but not published 
until 1905. Written from memory, the dates I think can not 
be so well relied upon as in the case of the "Yankee privateers- 
man's" journal. There are some discrepancies in time between 
the two accounts. In the "Narrative of John Kilby" (Scrib- 
ners Mag. Jul. 1905) the references to Captain John Harris 
are however quite explicit in stating that he was liberated by 
exchange in 1779, and therefore could not have escaped as 
mentioned in Timothy Connors' roll. The escape of Alexander 
Dick, the Mosquito's captain of marines, is confirmed in the 
"Narrative". 

John Kilby, writing many years after the war, claims to have 
been captured in December 1776, on a prize which had been 
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taken by his vessel the "Sturdy Beggar", and after some delay 
to have been sent to Forton in the spring of 1777. The "Yankee 
Privateersman" however in his roll, gives the list of captives 
from the prizes of the "Sturdy Beggar" among them "John 
Kilibee" and states that their entrance to prison was on Jan- 
uary 23, 1778. 

Quoting from John Kilby's "Narrative" we find: 
(p. 25) . . . "On the ninth day of the same month 
(December) and year (1776, ?) we were captured by the "Resol- 
ution", seventy four guns, commanded by Sir John Chandy 

Oglesby We were all put on 

board the old "Princess Amelia" of ninety guns, then a guard 

ship, where we lay two months 

Then we were carried up to Hazel Hospital for trial and con- 
demnation (a mock trial to be sure). After calling over all 
our names the Judge rises up and pronounced sentence in these 
words — towit: "You are all condemned for piracy and high 
treason on His Majesty's high seas"(Here permit me to say I wish 
to know who gave him the high seas?). So it was that we were 
all marched up to Fortune's Jail (Forton), formerly Queen 
Anne's Hospital under a strong guard of soldiers and locked 
up by nine o'clock at night in the cold sweating walls with about 
three hundred more brave Americans, many of whom were from 
this State (Virginia). Some of them I will now name. Captain 
John Harris of Hampton commander of the "Mosquito'' brig. 
Captain Alexander Dick his captain of marines; A Mr. Moore; 
Captain Meredith also of Hampton and many more not nec- 
essary to name. Our crew lay in this place twenty-two months. 
Some lay much longer. Capt. Harris and his crew lay there 
twenty-eight months." 

(p. 27) "At last the day and hour of ex- 
change were announced to us The agent 

appointed for that purpose a Mr. Hurum called all our names 
and then read us these words — to wit — "You all now have re- 
ceived His Majesty's most gracious pardon." At that time 
there was a loud cry from many of our men "Damn His Majesty 
and his pardon too". The gates were opened and one hundred 
of us the first on the list, (when I say the first on the list, I mean 
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this, that as we were committed so we stood on the list, unless 
put back under the penalty before mentioned) were marched 
out under guard. There were one hundred of us with Captain 
John Harris at our head." 

The above extract concludes all the printed evidence I can 
find of John Harris and his career. John Kilby goes on to say 
that the prisoners went direct from Portsmouth to Nantes on a 
French vessel and that he himself and many of the seamen 
shipped with Paul Jones then at Nantes. Captain John Harris, 
returned to Virginia and died just about the end of the war with 
Great Britain. The exact date is not known. Although I 
believe the date of the probation of his will is to be found I have 
not been able to obtain it. The following documentary evi- 
dence in my possession (see prefatory note) gives in connection 
with the foregoing extracts all that is known of this old sea 
captain who was among the first to take up arms for his country 
and who suffered many things in her service. 

Letters. 

1. 

From Nathaniel Gilmour at Gosport to Mr. William Laurie 
at Messrs. Davis Strachan & Co., Merch'nts in London. 

(extract) 

Gosport the 4th Oct. 1777. 
Sir: 

I am favoured with yours of the 2nd Inst, on receipt thereof I 
walked to Forton Prison (about Yi Mile from hence) & enquired 
for Mr. Harris who I found there. 

The Officers of the guard are very strict & woud not suffer 
me to him the letter untill the Agent had first examined it, & 
as he was not upon the spot, it coud not be delivered him. I 
was permitted to speak to Mr. Harris, when I told him I had a 
letter for him but coud not then deliver it, but woud wait on 
him another time, and go thro the ceremony with the Agent. 
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I likewise informed him I had orders to supply him to Amt of 
L 20. this I was made to understand was to go thro the Agent 
also, but it shall not when (until?) he has occasion for it which 
at present he told me he had not nor (was he ?) in want of any- 
thing. I believe he was confused and did not know what to 

say, he seems much cast down 

Sir. Your mst Obed. Servt. 
Nath'l Gilmour. 

2. 

From James McCaw in London to his wife Elizabeth McCaw 
at Whitehaven. 

(extract) 

London. April 14th. 1778. 
My dear Betsy : 

Mr. Laurie called upon Sunday and left your letter of the 7th 
enclosing one for poor Harris. I was unluckily out of the way 
when Mr. Laurie called, which I was more particularly sorry 
for, as I have not had the pleasure of seeing him for some time 
past Having subjoined a few lines from my- 
self to Harris, I sent your letter into the City yesterday to Mr 
Laurie and I dare say he will contrive it forward. I hope Poor 
Harris is right is his expectations of going out; but I wonder 
that I have not seen it, or heard it, mentioend though some 

other channel, which I do not recollect that I have 

With my best respects to all friends at Whitehaven, I a,m 
my dear, 

your affectionate 
James McCaw. 

3. 

From the same to the same. 

(extract) 

London May 9th. 1778. 
My dear Betsy: 

Inclosed I send you 

a letter from Capt Harris. If you have not already wrote your 
second letter to your mother you may defer it, as I find he at 
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last got your former one with 

my compliments to all friends, I am, yours &c. 

James McCaw. 



From the same to the same. 

(extract) 

London, December 15th. 1778. 
My dear Betsy: 

I returned from Portsmouth only the day before yesterday 

I found Harris very hearty 

and, you may believe, inquiring kindly for you and the children. 
Poor fellow I hope there is good reason to expect he will be speed- 
ily exchanged. But I am sorry he has so melancholy a home to 
return to. You must prepare yourself my dear Betsy to sustain 
the shock of a very disagreeable piece of news, which I think 
myself very unhappy in being the author of to you. It is still 
however necessary that you should know it ; and it comes per- 
haps lighter from the sympathizing hand of your husband than 
it could through any other channel. Dr. Gordon, Mr Ingram 
and Mr McCormick a partner of Mr Aitchisons, are come home 
in the last fleet from New York. Mr Ingram I have not seen 
but with Dr Gordon I spent the evening last night. He informs 
me that he understood from Chambers, formerly pilot at Hamp- 
ton that your poor sister Mrs Harris, is no longer a sojourner in 
this weary scene of life. I am afraid it is too true, and I suppose 
she fell a victim to the dread smallpox which has committed 
such havoc in that neighborhood. As he remembers nothing 
of your mother, I flatter myself that she has escaped, otherwise 
I think he would also have named her. He mentions the death 
of Henry King and his son which agrees with the account I had 
from Mitchell and renders all the rest likely. Will Curie is 
also dead. Your brother (Dr. James McClurg, her half brother) 
has the care of the provisional military hospital of Virginia at 
Williamsburg, united thereupon an extensive and expensive 
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plan, and old Mrs Cooley whom you may remember at Norfolk 
is his chief nurse In the mean- 
time believe me inviolably your affectionate etc. 

James McCaw. 

5. 

From the same to the same. 

(extract) 

London. January 23. 1779. 
My dear Betsy: 

When I saw poor 

Harris he had not received your letter. I saw him upon Satur- 
day the 28th of November. I have wrote to him upon the 
melancholy occasion of his wife's death and directed my letter 
through the same channel, but as I have not heard from him in 
answer, I suppose my letter never reached him. I am really 
at a loss concerning writing to him again on the subject, as I do 
not know whether it is better to acquaint him with it or not 

I am with my love to our 

dear little Betty (afterward Mrs. Robert Johnston of Richmond) 
my dearest Betsy, your ever affectionate &c. 

James McCaw. 



From the same to the same. 

(extract) 

London March 13. 1779. 

My dear Betsy: 

The death of your poor 

sister must have no doubt afflicted you much, and I am very 
sorry to add to your grief by relating to you the departure of one 
still dearer to you. But though your affection for a parent must 
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make you feel the blow in a most sensible manner, yet when you 
recollect how much your poor mother was advanced in years, 
and that in the course of nature her life could not possibly have 
been much longer prologned, I hope you will submit to the 
accounts of her death with a llbecoming fortitude and christian 
resignation. Mr. W. George an acquaintnace of mine lately in 
Britain and formerly of Virginia, sent an account of this in a 
letter he wrote lately to a friend here. In it he desires him to 
acquaint me that in a newspaper from Virginia which he had 

then seen there was an advertisement in your 

Sister Sally's name (Mrs. Wm. McCaa) of Sept. last, desiring 
all persons having any demands against your poor mothers 
estate to apply to her, the Executrix. The day before yester- 
day, I received a letter from poor Harris, in answer to mine on 
the subject of his wifes death, which I began to conclude he 
never got. But his letter is dated so far back as the 7th January. 

With my love to our dear little 

Bett (to whom you must make a present of a doll in my name) 
and compliments to all friends I am yours &c 

James McCaw. 



From the same to the same. 

(extract) 

Portsmouth. April 6. 1779. 
My dear Betsy : 

Though I have been here 

these several days I have never ventured out to see poor Harris, 
nor do I know whether I shall have spirit enough to undertake 
the task. I had a letter from him about three weeks ago, but 
which he had wrote so far back as January 7th. It was directed 
to Mr Lauries care and he being sick it had been all the while 
at the New York coffee house. By the strain of his letter, I 
am not certain but he may have ere this made his escape, as he 
seemed to have no expectation of an exchange. This is what 



170 VIRGINIA HISTORICAL MAGAZINE 

makes me fearful of inquiring for him, lest I should find he had 
failed and was in consequence put into a more close and dis- 
agreeable imprisonment. If I call upon him before I go, I will 
write to you that I have done so, and what I learn of him . . 

With the warmest affection to you 

and our dear children, my dearest Betsy, yours most sincerely 

James McCaw. 

(When the foregoing letter was written James McCaw was 
preparing to go to New York on the "Peggy" one of a fleet of 
transports sailing with men and supplies to Sir Henry Clinton's 
forces, then in possession of New York City. 

Dr. McCaw died in New York, the following October. W. 
D. McC.) 

8. 

From the same to the same. 

(extract) 

On board the Peggy Transport, at Spithead. 
April 11. 1779. 
My dear Betsy: 

The day on which I wrote 

to you, in the afternoon, I went out to Forton and saw poor 
Harris who is still there. He is in good health, amuses himself 
with the flattering idea that the accounts of his wifes death 
were without foundation. It is evil to rob a person in his situa- 
tion of such a pleasing hope, and yet it is a pity that they should 
buoy themselves up only to be mortified the more afterwards. 
He has heard from one Green a Virginian, lately brought a 
prisoner to Forton, and who has not been very long from the 
country, that he has heard nothing of such an event, which he 
thinks he would if it had happened. I am satisfied however 
that all this is good for nothing, and I am confirmed in the belief 
of her death from the advertisement concerning your poor 
mother. Had Molly (Mrs. Harris) been alive, it is natural to 
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think that the advertisement would have been in her name (as 
the eldest daughter). I hope Harris has soon a chance to be 
exchanged though he entertains but faint hopes of it himself. 
He told me that 200 of the American prisoners had been ex 
changed at Plymouth and that, I think, promises well . . . 

I do not know when we will sail, some 

of the transports being not yet arrived. I long however to 
be gone and am my dear life your most affectionate husband. 

James McCaw. 

9. 

From James McClurg, in Virginia, to his half sister Elizabeth 
(Brough) McCaw at Whitehaven, in England. 

(extract) 
(No place, no date, but probably from Hampton, 
Virginia, 1783-4). 
Dear Betsy: 

It is very true I never sent you one letter during the war — 
yet I wrote you several — but besides other difficulties in the 
way of our correspondence, there was one to me insuperable, 
that my letters must have been subjected to public inspection. 
A letter of business I could have submitted to that, but not a 
letter to a friend. Indeed matters here were freqntly so gloomy 
and our situation so precarious that it would have been well for 
you at that time, if it were possible, to think nothing about us. 
At present our condition, tho by no means flourishing, is pacific 
and tranquil and our letters to our friends need not pass exam- 
ination. Your first wish I know is to learn the situation of your 

friends Poor Harris died last Spring 

in this town, after a tedious illness. He has left everything to 

his daughter by your sister, who is a fine little girl 

Remember me affectionately to my little nephew and niece and 
give my thanks to the former (James Drew McCaw) for the 
pretty letter he has favored me with. 

I am, my dear Betsy. 

Your affectionate brother. 
J. McClurg. 
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Postscript. 

Mrs. Elizabeth Brough McCaw returned to Virginia in 1793, 
with her two children. The son James Drew McCaw had grad- 
uated as a -Doctor of Medicine from Edinburgh in 1792. He 
married his cousin Sallie Harris, the only child of Captain John 
Harris. The sons of this marriage were, Dr. William Reid 
McCaw of Richmond ; Dr. David McCaw of Powhatan County, 
and John McCaw, Misdhipman in the United States Navy 1811 
to 1818, who resigned on account of ill health and died un- 
married as a very young man. He served on the U. S. S."United 
States" with Decatur and Hull during the War of 1812. An 
only daughter, Georgina, was married but left no issue. There 
are many living descendents of the two elder sons. 
Washington, October 22, 1913. 



